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UNNATURAL
CONJUGATION IN
TRISTRAM SHANDY,
BOOK VII
Arnd Bohm

There are no manuals for the imagination; it does not make love
in a well-lighted room.'
In hisnon-Shandean moments Sterne never directly commented
on his impregnation by Locke. Proof of conception is, then,
entirely synthetic.^

iven the complexity of his work, it is small wonder that
Sterne despaired offinding readers adequate to the challenge
of Tristram Shandy. Early in the novel there is a blatant
signal that readers should proceed slowly and thoughtfully through the
text:

' William H. GSLSS, Habitations of the Word (New York; Simon & Schuster, 1985), 120.
^John Traugott, Tristram Shandy's World: Sterne'sPhilosophical Rhetoric (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1954), 153, note 2.
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'Tis to rebuke a vicious taste which has crept into thousands
besides herself,—of reading straight forwards, more in quest of
the adventures, than of the deep erudition and knowledge
which a book of this cast, if read over as it should be, would
infallibly impart with them.—The mind should be accustomed
to make wise reflections, and draw curious conclusions as it goes
along.'

The critical reception of Book VII would have furnished him more
evidence of the gulf between authors and audiences. The motto on the
title page could not be plainer: "Non enim excursus hie ejus, sed opus
ipsum est" ("this is his main subject and not a digression").^ Nevertheless,
this book has generally been slighted on the grounds that it does not fit
well with the rest of the work, since it leaves the confines of Shandy Hall
and moves into France. What follows is an attempt to use an unnoticed
source at the center of Book VII to show how it is tightly integrated into
the argument of the whole novel.
Sometimes an editor's annotations turn out to be at least as amusing
as the text. Commenting on the hilarious episode in Tristram Shandy
where the Abbess of Andouillets and the novice Margarita are attempting
to urge the mules to greater speed, Ian Watt turned unusually pedantic in
a lengthier footnote:
Bougev. vulgarism for "to move"; but as something ruder seems
implied, Sterne may intend the meaning of bougre, a term of
abuse, originally meaning a sodomite (cf. "bugger"). Sterne's
French is very faulty here, since bougre is not a verb, andfouter.

'Laurence Sterne, The Lifeand Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, ed. Melvyn New and
Joan New, 2 vols. ([Gainesville]: University Press of Florida, 1978). Citations will be to Sterne's
volume and book numbers (capital and small Roman numerals) and to the Arabic page numbers
of this edition, here I.xx.65.
^ Page 573 in the Florida edition. The translation is from Melvyn New, with Richard A. Davies
and W. G. Day, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. Volume 111: The Notes
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1984), 6. Henceforth cited as Notes.
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from foutre, "to copulate," is an incorrect form, presumably
intended for the imperative; in any cast, foutre is normally a
transitive verb. As often happens with obscene terms, both the
meaning and the degree to which their use is considered
reprehensible vary a great deal among different people: Sterne
probably exaggerates the heinousness of using them, by
assuming that they still carried their original meanings.'
One almost feels that the editor, having been immersed so long in Sterne's
text, has himself fallen into satire. Surely Watt, who had been a British
soldier and had spent three and a half years as a prisoner of war under the
Japanese at the infamous River Kwai before moving on to his
distinguished career as a professor of literature, would have been familiar
with such language and would not have quailed at using it if necessary.^ Of
course, allowance must be made for the context: this was an edition
intended for university students in the USA in 1965, when professors still
had to hide "something ruder" behind euphemisms such as "to copulate."
Watt must have been sensitive to the difference between the American
and British usage,where "bugger" has generally lost the denotation of anal

^ Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, ed. Ian Watt (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1965), 388-89. Other commentators generally do not go beyond Watt,
although there are some differences of emphases."Sterne's knowledge of French is rather faulty
here. Bouger, "to move,".was a vulgarism in the eighteenth century, but he seems to wish to
intensify the shocking nature of the word by implying also the noun bougre, which, however,
does not carry all the abusive associations of its English equivalent. He is on safer ground with
fouter, 'to copulate.'" The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy Gentleman, ed. Graham Petrie
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967), 652. "'Bouger' means to budge or move, though Sterne is
suggesting a connection with 'bougre,' a bugger, a word used previously with greater force than
it now possesses (e.g. by Rabelais, Gargantua andPantagruel, I.xx); 'fouter' or 'foutre,' to fuck
is indecent." The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, ed. Ian Campbell Ross
(1983; Oxford:Oxford University Press, 1998), 587. "Sterne's joke is based on the indecency of
foutre if to fuck") and the ambiguity of
("to stir, budge, move"), with a probable allusion
to bougre ("bugger") {Notes,473).
^ See the prefatory information on the author in Ian Watt, Essays on Conrad (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), as well as the essay there,"'The Bridge over the River Kwai'
as Myth," 192—207.
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sexual intercourse while the latter retains it to this day/ The average
American therefore would need to be reminded that "to bugger" would
have been obscene for English readers. "Whether many would also have
consulted their dictionaries to find out what a sodomite was and whether
they would have recognized the biblical allusion is unlikely, but that also
enhanced "Watt's joke. In the same vein, the reminder of the grammatical
difference between the intransitive "to copulate" and "to fuck," which is
usually transitive, especially when used imperatively, can only have been
intended as tongue-in-cheek commentary. The joke is capped by the dry
correction of Sterne's errors and the bland supposition "Sterne probably
exaggerates the heinousness." Probably? It is hard to imagine what could
be more outrageous than making readers imagine overhearing an abbess
and a novice nun chanting"fuck, fuck, fuck" and "bugger, bugger, bugger"
together.
However, those words do not appear in the text. If they did, Sterne's
careful construction of the entire episode would have been impossible,for
it depends precisely on the issue of how to conjugate verbs in French.
Elucidating this matter will have the added consequence of showing that
Watt's correction of Sterne's grammar is unintentionally hilarious on
other grounds. Concentrated on jocularly underscoring Sterne's joke,
Watt has failed to get Sterne's punchline, which is all about grammar.
Furthermore, this oversight leads him to assume that the episode is
somehow irrelevant to the rest of the book and to say in the note to
Chapter 27 that it "is the only one in which Sterne attempts to relate
Book VII to the rest of Tristram Shandy" (390). Chapters 20-26 are not
only integral to the themes of the novel, they are part of the key to novel's
puzzle. As Ruth Perry has pointed out, "No one who has read Tristram
Shandy can doubt its double obsession with sex and with language."' The
episode under consideration here will confirm that impression, but not
only in the way we might expect. Modern readers see the main humor in

^ See Alan Dundes, "Much Ado About 'Sweet Bugger All'; Getting to the Bottom of a Puzzle in
British Folk Speech," Folklore 113 (2002): 35-49.
* Ruth Perry, "Words for Sex: The Verbal-Sexual Continuum in Tristram Shandy," Studies in
theNovellO (1988): 27-42, here 27.
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the fact that the two nuns, who should repress their sexuality, are suddenly
liberating themselves verbally, uttering words normally reserved for the
masculine speaker in a phallo-logocentric community. The performance
of those expletives would thus be a sort of low burlesque, hardly more
serious than the solecisms of Mrs. Slipslop in Joseph Andrews or of Mrs.
lAaizipxop in The Rivals.
But as always, Sterne has more in mind.' Medievalists might recog
nize immediately that the episode of the Abbess and the novice belongs in
the tradition in which discourses of grammar were metaphorically
combined with discourses of sexuality.'" The primary intersection comes
through the category of gender. Today, structural linguists have taught us
that the organization of the parts of speech (nouns, pronouns, adjectives,
and so on) in languages such as French, German, and Latin is the result of
purely arbitrary distributions of phonetic and semiotic differences." But
for millennia students and philologists working with and teaching these
languages assumed that at some level the gender of nouns and pronouns
reflected an underlying biological order. Traces of such thinking linger
even now, as when people wonder why "la lune" should be feminine in
French and "der Mond" is masculine in German." In the heyday of Latin,
there was immense authority behind the idea that linguistic gender ought
to reveal innate properties of the things being designated.
Against that background, the disruption of grammatical gender could
readily be allegorized as a deviation from the divinely ordained regularity
of male-female relations. The most prominent example of such an allegory

^The most subtle reading of the episode has been that offfered by Marshall ^lOVfritPrerotnanticism (Stanford; Stanford University Press, 1991), 285-87. The most perceptive has been Michael
Hardin's "Is There a Straight Line in This Text?: The Hornocrotics oiTristram Shandy " Orhis
Litterarum 54 (1999): 185-202, here 195.
In addition to specific sources cited below, sec the general overview byJohn A. Alford,"The
G ram matical Metaphor:A Surveyof Its Use in the M iddle Ages,"Speculum 47 (1982): 728-60.
For a synopsis of the developments, see Eugenio Coseriu, "L'arbitraire du signc: Zur
Spatgeschichtc eincs aristotelischen
ArchivfurneuereSprachen 204 (1967): 81-112.
I once had a feminist in a beginning German class who was quite criticalwhen the topic turned
to the gender of nouns and adjectives; she argued that both the analytical terms and the forms
themselves were a form ofmasculinist oppression.
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is Alan of Lille's The Complaint of Nature {DePlanctu Naturae). Little is
known about Alan's life; even his dates are uncertain (circa 1116- circa
1203).'^ However, he was highly respected by his contemporaries, who
named him doctor universalis beside Albertus Magnus. The Complaintvfzs
probably written in the last third of the twelfth century. After a relatively
slow start, it became an extremely popular work, to judge by the number
of extant manuscripts''' and by the impact it had on major poets in the
coming centuries. His influences have been identified in works byjean de
Meun, Chaucer, Gower,Spenser, and Milton." Although C.S. Lewis had
to concede Alan's importance, he was quite hostile to Alan in The Allegory
ofLove,^^ but recently there has been a revival of interest in him,'^ not least

Sec tKe introduction by Sheridan in Alan of Lille, The Plaint of Nature: Translation and
Commentary^ cd. James J. Sheridan (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1980),
1-10. This edition will be cited by Prose or Poem number and page numbers. Ernst Robert
Curtius praised Alan highly in European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard
R. Trask (1953: Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), 117-22.
See G. Raynaud de Lage, Alain de Lille: Poite du XIP Siede (Montreal: Institut d^fitudes
Medievales,Universite de Montreal, 1951), 182-84; andNikolausM.Haring, "Alan of Lille,'De
Planctu naturae,'" Studi Medievali 19.2 (1978): 797-879, here 797-802. Haring's critical
edition of Alan's Latin text is also valuable for its annotations.
Winthrop Wetherbee, "The Literal and the Allegorical: Jean de Meun and the ' de Planctu
'HztwTzc I* Medieval Studies

(1971): 264-91; Susan Schibanoff, "Sodomy's Mark: Alan of

Lille, Jean de Meun, and the Medieval Theory of Authorship," Queering the Middle Ages, ed.
Glenn Burger and Steven F. Kruger (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,2001), 28-56;
D. W. Robertson, Jr., A Preface to Chaucer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1962),
passim; J. A. W. Bennett, The Parlementof Foules:An Interpretation (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1947); 107-32; George D. Economou, "The Character Genius in Alan de Lille, Jean de Meun,
and John Gower," ChaucerReview A

Maureen Quilligan, "Words and Sex:The

Language of Allegory in zhtDeplanctu naturae,xht Roman dela Rose,and Book III oiThe Faerie
Queene, Allegorical {YIll)'.195-216; and Joan S.Bennett, "Virgin Nature in Comus' Milton
5^«^/z«23 (1987): 21-32.
C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (1936; London: Oxford
University Press, 1977), 98-109.
For readingsemphasizing gender, sexuality and writing, see R.H oward Bloch, Etymologies and
Genealogies:ALiterary Anthropology of the French MiddleAges

University ofChicago

Press, 1983), 131-36;Jan Ziolkowski,.^/^« ofLille's Grammar ofSex: TheMeaning of Grammar
tea Ttf^^/'-Ctf«r«r)'/;2r^//<?c^«<?/(Cambridge:Medieval Academyof America,1985); Alexandre
Leupin, Barbarolexis: Medieval Writing and Sexuality, trans. Kate M. Cooper (Cambridge:
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because of a new awareness of the links between writing and desire.'^ This
renewed understanding makes for a good opportunity to see De Planctu
Naturae as a key to understanding Book VII of Tristram Shandy.
The Complaint is a Menippean satire orprosimetrum, i.e., a mixture
of alternating prose and verse.'' The story is that N ature, figured as a noble
woman, appears in response to the masculine narrator's despair. He is
disconsolate about the chaotic state of the world, especially about the

Harvard University Press, 1989), 59-78, 244-46; Leonard Barkan, Transuming Passion:
Ganymede and the Erotics of Humanism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991), 50-53;
Larry Scanlon, "Unspeakable Pleasures: Alain dc Lille, Sexual Regulation and the Priesthood of
Genius," Romanic Review 86.2 (1995): 213-42; DavidN.Devries, "Fathers and Sons: Patristic
Exegesis and the Castration Complex," Gender Rhetorics:Postures of Dominanceand Submission
in History^ ed. Richard C. Trexler (Binghamton: Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies,
1994), 33-45; and Elizabeth Pittenger, "Explicit Ink," Premodern Sexualities, cd. Louise
Fradenburg and Carla Frecccro, with Kathy Lavezzo (New York: Routledge, 1996), 223-42.
Traditional but indispensable are, in addition to Raynaud de
Allain de Lillet Richard
Hamilton Green,"Alan of Lille's DePlanctuNaturae" Speculum'hX (1956): 649-74; Winthrop
Wctherbec, "The Function of Poetry in the 'De Planctu Naturae' of Alain de Lille," Traditio 25
(1969): 87-125; H. David Brumble, "The Role of Genius in th.^ De Planctu Naturae oiK\%nMS
de Insulis," Classica etMediaevalia 31 (1970): 306-23; Paul Piehler, The Visionary Landscape:
A Study in Medieval Allegory (London: Edward Arnold, 1971), 46-68; George D. Economou,
The Goddess Natura in Medieval Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972),
72-103; Judith Ferster, "Language and Poetry in Alain de LiWe s De Planctu Naturae," Brandeis
Studies in Literature, ed. John Hazel Smith (Waltham: Department of English and American
Literature, Brandeis University, 1983), 1-21;Jon Whitman,"The Problem of Assertion and the
Complaint of Nature" Hebrew UniversityStudiesin Literatureand the Arts {1987); 5-26; and
in Mensch und Natur im Mittelalter, cd. Albert Zimmermann and Andreas Speer (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1991), thecontribution by Andreas Speer, "KosmischesPrinzip und Mafimenschlichen
Handelns" (1:107-28).
For an overview of the genre, see Caroline D. Eckhardt, "The Medieval Prosimetrum Genre
(from Boethius to Boece)" Genre 16 (1983): 21-38. On Menippean satire, which is congruent
with the prosimetrum, see Eugene "Bud" Korkowski, '^Tristram Shandy, Digression, and the
Menippean Tradition," Scholia Satyrica 1.4 (1975): 3-16; F. Anne Payne, Chaucer and
Menippean Satire (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), 3-37; and Edward
Milowicki, "The Quest for Genre: Menippean Satire, Romance, and the Novel," Canadian
Review of Comparative Literature / Revue Canadienne_de Litterature ComparieThA (1996):
1213-25. In brief, there is a line of descent from Boethius's Consolations of Philosophy through
De Planctu Naturae down to Tristram Shandy.
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confusion of gender relations he observes everywhere. Nature seems to
have abdicated:
Nature weeps, moral laws get no hearing, modesty, totally
dispossessed of her ancient high estate, is sent into exile. The
active sex shudders in disgrace as it sees itselfdegenerate into the
passive sex. A man turned woman blackens the fair name of his
sex. The witchcraft of Venus turns him into a hermaphrodite.
He is subject and predicate; one and the same term is given a
double application. (Meter 1,67-68).
When she arrives. Nature explains that the situation has been caused by
the influence of a corrupted Venus, who has taught men to confuse all the
proper relations of grammar, logic, rhetoric and human intercourse.^" This
is related by Nature in a dizzyingdoubled allegory which discusses sexwith
the abstract terminology derived from thosedisciplines and simultaneously
imbues them with double entendres taken from the realm of embodied
sexuality. Once genders are confused in grammar, the trouble spreads
throughout the world. The most drastic threat arises from the unnatural
coupling of like genders with each other, masculine with masculine,
feminine with feminine. One must be careful not to impose our
contemporary theories on the argument. Alan was certainly not
"politically correct." But neither was he attacking homosexuality
specifically. His targets are disordered relations of all kinds, including
adultery, abstinence, and masturbation as well as sodomy. Quite difficult
for modern readers is the translation of the sexual relations back into
grammatical, logical and rhetorical terms. What are sodomitic relations
between the parts of speech ? These include all combinations of words and
ideas that are non-productive because they are contrary to natural

The two Venuses become the topic of discussion in Book VIII of Tristram Shandy. "The first,
which is the golden chain let down from heaven, excites to love heroic, which comprehends in
it, and excites to the desire of philosophy and truth—the second, excites to desire, simply—"
(yHI.xxxiii.721). Walter is quick to cite Plato and Ficino, but suppresses all reference to the
Complaint, even though it is an important intermediary in the tradition.
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grammar. The reasoning makes sense only if one realizes that it is the
gender assigned to each of the parts of speech that is meant.^' For example,
nouns must not be conjugated with nouns or verbs conjugated with verbs:
nouns when combined with verbs yield meaning.^^ At the level of the
logical proposition, the subject was assumed to be the active, masculine
element and the object (predicate) the passive, feminine element.
Therefore various unnatural propositions could be constructed:
There are some, who in the disputations in Venus's school of
logic, in their conclusions reach a law of interchangeability of
subject and predicate. There are those who take the part of the
subject and cannot function as predicate. There are some who
function as predicates only but have no desire to have the
subject term duly submit to them. (Prose 4,136-37)^'
The underlying concept is simple enough: only the regular combination
of a masculine subject with a feminine predicate will be a fertile union,
giving birth to a meaningful utterance. Continuing the parallel, in a
syllogism the major term is masculine, the minor feminine, and they
combine to produce a viable conclusion.^'^ Further up the hierarchy, the
rhetorical figures could be organized genealogically, as in the fourteenthcentury Leys D'Amors: "Allebolus had with his wife Trope thirteen

A distant descendent ofsuch notions might be Ezra Pound's antipathy to adjectives. Sec Aaron
Jaffe, "Adjectives and the Work of Modernism in an Age of Celebrity," The Yale Journal of
Criticism 16.1 (2003): 1-37.
As might be expected, the argument by allegory could swing both ways. In the anonymous
"Debate between Helen and Ganymede," the concordance of adjectives with nouns is used for
the opposing camp: "Masculine should be coupled with masculine by the rules of grammar."
Quoted and discussed by SchibanofF, "Sodomy's Mark," 32-33.
^ Sheridan observes:"In normal relations the man was regarded as the activepartner, thewoman
as the passive. For Alan man is represented by the subject of a sentence or the major of a
syllogism, woman by the predicate of a sentence or the minor of a syllogism" (137, n. 26).
Thus the couplingof a major premise with a conclusion, both masculine, lacking the feminine
minor premise, is sodomitical. That is the truly scurrilous point of Sterne's parody in III.xlv of
Locke's Essay. See John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, cd. Peter H.
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), IV.xvii.l8.
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daughters: Metaphor, Catachresis, Metalepsis, Metonymy, Autonomasia,
Epithet, Synecdoche, Onomatopoeia, Periphrasis, Hyperbaton,
Hyperbole, Allegory, Omozeuxis."^' Entire domains of knowledge could
be organized in this way, in the tradition of Martianus Cz'pcWzsMarriage
of Philology and Mercury}^ The Augustans seemed taken by these
allegories, to judge by the "Battle of the Books." Pope almost finished the
tradition in The Dunciad:
There motley Images her fancy strike.
Figures ill pair'd, and Similes unlike.
She sees a Mob of Metaphors advance,
Pleas'd with the madness of the mazy dance:
How Tragedy and Comedy embrace;
How Farce and Epic get a jumbled race.^^
After that, how could anyone still take these allegorical games seriously?
A brief digression forward to Locke and to Tristram Shandy may
provide an answer. The problem confronting anyone who wants to talk
about knowledge and understanding is that the theoretical language
cannot avoid being metaphorical. When Locke in An Essay Concerning
Human Understanding begins to explain how simple ideas are combined
into more complex ones, there must be models of what "combining" is.
These emerge most clearly when Locke presents concrete examples. At
times, he relies upon alchemical concepts of how matter is "combined"

Quoted in Bloch, Etymologiesand Genealogies, 132.
"D avid L. Wagner, "The Seven Liberal Arts and Classical Scholarship," The Seven Liberal Arts
in the Middle Ages.ei.'Di.yiA L.Wagner (1983; Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986),
1-31, here 19. Allegorical thinking endures. Susanne K. Langer, Problems of Art: Ten
Philosophical Lectures (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1957), wrote "I have never known
music to incorporate dancing, but it might...There are no happy marriages in art—only
successful rape" (86).
"Alexander Pope, r/!!ePoe?«so/.<^/«a»«/erPflpe,ed.John Butt (London: Methuen, 1965), "The
Dunciad: Book I," lines 65-70.
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(IV.iii.25-26).^' At other times, he is obligated to biology,^' even though
the underlying metaphor is occluded, as in the example of a false idea:
When they put together simplewhich in the real existence
of Things, have no union: as when to the Shape, and Size, that
exist together in a Horse, is joined, in the same complex Idea,
the power of Barking like a dog: Which three Ideas, however
put together into one in the Mind, were never united in Nature:
and this therefore may be called a false Idea of an Horse.
(II.xxxxii.l8)
The constraint on the union of the ideas is evidently modeled on the
biological impossibility ofproductive intercourse between horses and dogs.
Similarly, the Centaur is an impossible creature in the world, because there
cannot be crossings between men and horses, even though the two ideas
can be joined in the mind (II.xxx.5). The model of thinking as the sexual
union of ideas caused a good deal of trouble for Locke because all those
simple ideas seemed to be promiscuous, always ready to couple with any
other ideas they encountered. Hence it was necessary to have an alert and
vigilant reason, which would regulate the intercourse of ideas and, when
there were the inevitable lapses, to banish false or fanciful ones.'"

I do not want to engage in an extended discussion of Sterne's relation to Locke. Among the
most insightful contributions to the problem is Claus Uhlig, "Wissen und Meinen bei Sterne:
Zur literarischen Epistemologie in Tristram Shandy,^ Anglia 104.3-4 (1986): 369-96. .
Locke is considerably less explicit than Bacon, who could still write as follows in the preface
to Instauratio Magna'. "The explanation of which things, and of the true relation between the
nature of things and the nature of the mind, is as the strewing and decoration of the bridal
chamber of the Mind and the Universe, the Divine Goodness assisting; out of which marriage
let us hope (and be this the prayer of the bridal song) there may spring helps to man, and a line
and race ofinventions that may in some degree subdue and overcome the necessitiesand miseries
of humanity." Quoted in Walter R. Davis, "The Imagery of Bacon's Late Work," SeventeenthCentury Prose: Modern Essays on Criticism, ed. Stanley E. Fish (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1971), 239-50, here 249Relevant here is the cutting remark byJuliet McMastcr about Mr. Shandy: "It is part of the
sexual comedy that Walter, for all his anxieties and shortcomings in the act of physical
generation, is shown as a most potent generator of theories, definitions, and hypotheses. The
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Reason for Locke does what Venus, according to Nature's
instruction, was supposed to do for Alan of Lille: enforce a regular
grammar of all relations. The most deplorable relations for Alan were
those that denied or negated the innate proclivity for reproduction,
transgressions grouped together in medieval thought as varieties of
sodomy." Nature had provided the proper instruments for intercourse,
represented by the masculine hammer and the feminine anvil or, more
vividly, by the masculine pen-penis and the feminine paper-vagina. These
instruments are to be used correctly, whether in making things or in
writing texts:
I had also bestowed on her an unusually powerful writing-pen for her
work so that she might trace the classes of things, according to the
rules of my orthography, on suitable pages which called for writing by
this same pen and which through my kind gift she had in her
possession, so thatshe might not suffer thesame pen to wander in the
smallest degree from the path of proper delineation into the byways
of pseudography. (Prose 5,156)
Those who deviate from the order of regular writing, thereby disobeying
the laws of grammar, are comparable to those who put their penis-pens
where they do not belong. At this juncture, the allegory is open to the
charge that it is self-contradictory.'^ Sodomitical activities cannot lead to
any offspring, yet deviant writing and mistaken logic do produce results,
albeit ones with flaws. A way out of the contradiction is provided by a
consideration of another form of illicit relations, adultery.

semen in his body flows sluggishly, but the words and ideas in his mind copulate and reproduce
with copious fecundity" (43). She also observes that "In the reproduction of hypotheses he is
forced to act both the male and the female role, since his wife 'cannot conceive'" (44).
"Experience and Expression: Thematic Character Contracts in Tristram Shandy," Modern
Language Quarterly 32 (1971): 42-57.
For a brief summary, see Joseph Pcquigney,"Sodomy in Dante's Inferno znAPurgatorio," Rep
resentations "iG (Fall 1991): 22-42.
A point made by Schibanoff, "Sodomy's Mark," 31.
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Venus had gradually grown lazy, bored and corrupt. Instead of
producing healthy and natural offspring, she began an adulterous
relationship with Antigenius. The offspring of their union was the
deformed union of unnatural desires,Jocus, a Sport.Jocus was an ungainly
creature unable to bring happiness into the world or find it there. He, a
"bastard son," is stigmatized by negative qualities. He shows "the
commonness of a commonly-known concubinage," carries "the
boorishness of his father's provincialism," "haunts places cursed with
unending drought," "pitches his tent in flat wastelands," "pierces what he
strikes with javelins of iron," "ruins his guests with a bitter potion of
absinthe" (Prose 4,165).The sad history of Jocus is a transparent allegory
for the history of human beings who have fallen from grace into depravity.
The fruits of union under the sway of lust are unnatural, literally against
Nature's instruction and are illegitimate, grotesque, and barren. The fury
of the invective againstJocus is driven by the realization that he is also the
figure that gives a name to results of sodomitic activities. As Jeffrey
Schnapp has pointed out, the trope ostensibly made but in effect
impossible to produce is a "sexual solecism."'^ Since things of the same
gender cannot combine, the offspring of such putative unions can only be
imagined, just as Locke's dog-horse or the man-horse "centaur" can only
be imagined. But imagining them does not make them real and does not
dignify them as natural. At best they are jokes, some more cruel than
others.'^

^'Jeffrey Schnapp, "Dante's Sexual Solecisms: Gender and Genre in the Commedia.* The New
Medievalisniy ed. Marina S. Brownlce, Kevin Brownlce, and Stephen G. Nichols (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). 201-25, here 202.
^ Compare also the section on "The Dwarf in Sterne, Sentimental Journey through France
and Italy by Mr. Yoricky ed. Gardner D. Stout, Jr. (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1967), 174-79. It should be read together with Montaigne, The Complete Essays of Montai^ey
trans. Donald M. Frame (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 11.30, "Of a monstrous
child." Extremely suggestive in this context is recent work on "jokes of nature" in the early
modern period. See Paula Findlen, "Jokes of Nature and Jokes of Knowledge: The Playfulness
of Scientific Discourse in Early Modern Europe," Renaissance Quarterly 43 (1990): 292-331;
Jean C^ard, "The Crisis of the Science of Monsters," Humanism in Crisis: The Decline of the
French Renaissance, ed. Philippe Desan (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1991),
181-205; and Lorraine Daston, "Preternatural Philosophy," Biographiesof Scientific Objects,
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The paradoxes of impossible reproduction dominate Tristram

Shandy from beginning to end. A narrator who reports on his own
conception represents a solecism for which Sterne knows the technical
term: hypallage. The definition comes quite late in the novel:
But in short 'tis of such a nature, as my father once told my
uncle Toby upon the close of a long dissertation upon the
subject—"You can scarce," said he, "combine two ideas together
upon it, brother Tody, without an hypallage"—What's that?
cried my uncle Toby.
The cart before the horse, replied my father. (VIII.xiii.672)
Technically, that is slightly inaccurate, for the error consists of putting
things in the wrong place and therefore garbling the meaning. What does
hypallage bring into the world? A joke, of course: "It is one of the good
jokes of literature that we reach the third book of Tristram Shandy before
the hero is born. But not all readers see why the joke is good."'' And the
joke is more complicated than it first appears. It is not possible to separate
Tristram from his story, so that if the latter begins as a joke, the former
must also be some sort of joke. However, the solecism was not committed
by him alone; it also involved his parents. Their intercourse confused
things completely, making a parody of the sexual act. Figuratively, the
solecism is the story of Mrs. Shandy putting the incongruous question to
Mr. Shandy at an unexpected moment. Literally, the sport should be
Tristram. But there may be another joke in play, a joke on Mr. Shandy.
Careful calculation of thesupposed dates of birth and conception leads to
the suspicion that Mr.Shandy might not have been Tristram's biological
father. In leaping to the conclusion that he was the father without
investigating the other, drastic alternative, Walter may have been putting

Lorraine Daston (London: University of Chicago Press, 200), 15-41. For the eighteenth
century, see the special issue o^Eighteenth-Century Lifell.l (1997), especially Andrew Outran
and Patrick Graillc, "The Faces of Eighteenth-Century Monstrosity," 1-15.
D. W.Jefferson,''Tristram Shandy and the Tradition of Learned Wit," Essays in Criticism 1
(1951): 225-48, here 239.
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the cart before the horse, as have the readers who thought they had the
joke from the outset. Now those trained in rhetoric from George
Puttenham's The Arte of English Poesie would see a thrust coming from a
quite unexpected definition of hypallage:
The Greekes call this figure [Hipallage] / the Latins Suhmutatio, we in our vulgar may call him the [ underchange^ but I had
rather have him called the [Changeling[ nothing at all swerving
from his originall, and much more aptly to the purpose, and
pleasanter to beare in memory: specially for our Ladies and
pretie mistresses in Court, for whose learning I write, because it
is a termeoften in their mouthes, and alluding to the opinion of
Nurses, who are wont to say, that the Fayries use to steale the
fairest children out of their cradles, and put other ill favoured in
their places, which they call changelings, or Elfs; so, if ye mark,
doeth our Poet, or maker play with his wordes, using a wrong
construction for a right, and an absurd for a sensible, by manner
of exchange.^^
If he is not Mr. Shandy's son but some other man's, then Tristram does
represent a figure, but it is not the one anticipated either by readers or
identified by Walter. Through the course of the novel we will be given
details here and there that make it increasingly plausible that Tristram is
a "changeling." We never discover who has made the switch.^'^
The issue of paternity gradually becomes an obsession for Mr.
Shandy. In the last lines of the novel, he makes an extraordinary set of
assertions about human reproduction:

^ George Puttenham, The Arte ofEnglish Poesie,ed. Gladys Doidge Willcock and Alice Walkcr
(1936;rpt.Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress, 1970), 172-73. Ihavereplaceduwithvand
resolved the n.
Let us not countenance the possibility that Tristram had no father at all. For the direction that
would take us, see Schnapp,"Dante's Sexual Solecisms,' 205-6.
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This poor Bull of mine, who is as good a Bull as ever p-ss'd, and
might have done for Europa herself in purer times—had he but
two legs less, might have been driven into Doctors Commons
and lost his character. (IX.xxxiii.808)

It might seem as though "Walter is merely playing with mythological
allusions. However, Charles Parish has raised serious questions about this
conclusion, as well as eyebrows. Parish reminds us that earlier Mr. Shandy
had levelled a thinlyveiled accusation against Obadiah in connection with
the breeding of a prize mare:
By some neglect or other in Obadiah, it so fell out, that my fa
ther's expectations were answered with nothing better than a
mule, and as ugly a beast of the kind as ever was produced....
See here!you rascal, cried my father, pointing to the mule,
what you have done!—It was not me, said Obadiah.—How do
I know that? replied my father. (V.iii.420)
The charge that the poor man had sexual relations with the mare should
be simply preposterous. But when Walter returns to the topic at the end
of the novel, he appears, against all reason, to be seriously contemplating
that a bull could have fathered Obadiah's child. Parish redeems him by
stressing that "this is Walter's joke and he enjoys it."'® Is it really a joke in
that sense? What if Mr. Shandy is speaking from a different set of
assumptions? What if he believes that men and animals can have fertile
intercourse? Then it would immediately be apparent that the joke is
comparable to Locke's examples of impossible cross breedings as well as
being an instance of the solecisms indicted by Nature in the Complaint?'^

Ch!Lrles'Paiish,''The shandy Ballyindic3.ced,' Modern LanguageQuarterly 31 (1970):48-52,
here 52.
Another level to the joke is possible. Lila V.Graves, "Locke's Changelingand the Shandy Bull,"
Philological Quarterly 60 (1981): 257-64, reminds us that "changeling" had a specific meaning
in the context oihoc\xsEssayConcerningHuman Under$tanding.^\}ic\Az.t\n^t\icimplications
of this extremely complicated matter would entail re-reading Locke's example carefully within
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What sort of a person generates such jokes in the mind and then proceeds
to make them public? The suggestion that Obadiah has been copulating
with mares and that his child was sired by a bull emanates from a mind
that does not conform to the dictates of reason, one that countenances
profound violations against the law of Nature.
Taken this far, the analysis could rest as an argument about Sterne's
sympathy with Locke's opposition to human misunderstanding. But
Sterne thought theologically as well as philosophically, and problems of
epistemology are only a subset of the issues raised in Tristram Shandy. In
the framework established by Alan of Lille, Walter Shandy is readily
identified as a sodomite, not because ofwhat, how or whether he performs
sexually, but because he allows unnatural creatures to proliferate in his
mind. The theological issue to be explored is what caused hiscondition. A
closer reading of Book VII shows that his sodomitical bent, exposed in
stubborn disregard of the rules of grammar at all levels, is actually the
manifestation of a tendency to heresy. Nestled away in the English
countryside and out of sight of ecclesiastical authorities, the Shandy family
live according to forbidden ideas. Repressed at home, those ideas become
increasingly visible as Tristram moves away and travels through France.
The focal point of Book VII is the episode of the Abbess and
Margarita: "I declare I am interested in this story, and wish I had been
there" (Vll.xxi.608). Well before he gets there, Tristram has subtly
introduced the main theme, namely the derangement oflanguage. Chapter
18 opens with a critical observation about French:
The French are certainly misunderstood:—but whether the
fault is theirs, in not sufficiently explaining themselves; or
speaking with that exact limitation and precision which one
would expect on a point of such importance, and which
moreover, is so likely to be contested by us—or whether the
fault may not be altogether on our side, in not understanding
their language always so critically as to know "what they would

the context of the discourse on jokes of nature noted above.
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be at"—I sball not decide; but 'tis evident to me, when they
affirm 'That they who have seen Paris, have seen every thing,'
they must mean to speak of those who have seen it by
day—light. (VLxviii.601)

The barb is acutely sharp because one of the firm opinions the French
hold about their use of language is that they are precise and careful in their
grammar and that the syntax of French sentences is so lucid.^° A people
who are "certainly misunderstood" would seem to fall considerably short
of having an ideal, perfected language. The quoted pronouncement also
serves as a demonstration of how a sentence may be grammatically right
yet logically incomplete, requiringsome work on the part of the listener to
provide the supplement. The attack continues with the list of districts and
streets taken from the city census. As part of a narrative, the list is a grossly
distorted sentence, one whose endless details bloat the predicate to little
effect (VII.xviii.602). Next comes the macaronic translation from Latin
into French of the inscription on the Louvre:
EARTH NO SUCH FOLKS!—NO FOLKS E'ER SUCH A
TOWN AS PARIS IS!—SING, DERRY, DERRY, DOWN.
(VII.xLx. 603)
The syntax has been garbled because most of the translation slavishly
follows the Latin word order. The nonsensical "sing, derry, derry, down"
is an attempt to render as a phonetic imitation the misunderstood
"ullam...ulla parem."

For an overview, see Eberhard Miillcr-Bochat, "L'Utopie de la iangue universelle et
runiversalite du Frangais:structure d'un mythe, "Literatur andSpiritualitdt:HansSckommodau
zum siebzigsten Geburtstag^ cd. Hans Rhcinfclder,Pierre Christophoror, and Eberhard MiillerBochat (Miinchen: Wilhelm Fink, 1978), 165-81. A major advocate of French was Du Bellay;
see D.J. Hartley, "Patriotism in xht Defence et illustration dela Ianguefrancoyse" NeuphilologischeMitteilungen 83 (1982): 83-95. Du Bellay was also known for his sonnets on the decline
of Rome,so Sterne is highlighting the irony by timing Tristram*s critical reflections to coincide
with an entry into Paris.
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These slights serve as amusing reminders of common English
prejudices against French as a language. But they are also traces of a
troubled relationship to correctness in speaking and writing. Syntax has
been increasingly strained, to the point where "earth no such folks" makes
no clear sense. Tristram seems to have arrived in a land that could do with
the grammatical discipline demanded by Alan's Nature. Indeed, there is a
hint of that stern authority as Tristram enters Paris:
Crack, crack—crack, crack—crack, crack—so this is Paris!
quoth I (continuing in the same mood)—and this is
Paris!—humph!—Paris! cried I, repeating the name the third
time—
The first, the finest, the most brilliant— (VII.xvii.599)
Traditionally, the emblem of Grammar was the whip with which she beat
Latin forms into schoolboys, but here the discipline is quite ineffective.
There are distant hints of the grammar primers in "continuing in thesame
mood" and in the mock gradation of adjectives, but thepupil only exclaims
the same proper noun three times and snorts an expletive "humph" not
recorded in any dictionary. For all his derision of French, Tristram is
hardly more obedient to grammar than the Parisians.
The violations of syntax continue when the Abbess and Margarita
appear. They mangle English syntax by putting the adjectives after the
noun:
They are words magic! cried the abbess, in the utmost
horrour—No; replied Margarita calmly—but they are words
sinful. (VII.xxiv.612)
The ploy is elaborate. These mistakes in English were never made,since the
two women are speaking in French with each other, not in fractured
English. Through the mirror of translation, the grammatical errors serve
as overt signals that something is awry in the relationship of the women to
their own native grammatical usage. The lapse in syntax hints that the two
have fallen in other ways as well.
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Indeed, Richard Lanham's analysis of Chapter 21 has shown that
readers cannot help being suspicious of the odd couple:
Everything in the passage arouses our suspicion—stiff joints,
hard knee, long matins, remedy, prayers, invocations, the
thighbone of the man oiLystra,the secular arm, all the healing
nostrums (Heaven knows the key to them), the poor novice's
middle finger.'*'
Although nothing is said plainly, the implications are that the Abbess and
Margarita have been engaged in some illicit sexual contact. Lanham was
obviously uneasy about where the evidence was leading;
To what end, then, does the bawdry tend? Perhaps the very
surplus of innuendo indicates what the narrator is about....It
really makes no sense that the Abbess has the stiff leg, or has a
name that puns on little sausages. And all the funny-enough
treatments of this irrelevantly suggested male member lead
nowhere. If a stiff joint represents what she wants, why is the
whole elaborate catachresis organized around the healing of the
stiff joint? Unless, very perhaps, the healing represents an act of
intercourse, the particular cure for a stiff joint which the Abbess
seems most to desire.*^
Here, too, an awareness of Nature's lessons from the Complaint is directly
applicable. Precisely the senseless association of the Abbess with scurrilous
metaphors for the penis indicates a fundamental gender confusion in the
world. No vivid imagination is required to see the allusions to the usual

Richard A. Lanham, Tristram Shandy: The Games of Pleasure (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1973), 118. Anyone who still doesnot get the point may refer to Melvyn New,
**At the backside of the door of purgatory*: A Noteon Annotating Tristram Shandy' Laurence
Steme: Riddles and Mysteries^ ed. Valeric Grosvcnor Myer (London: Vision, 1984), 15-23,
especially 18-20.
Lanham, Tristram Shandy»118.
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suspicions about what went on in Catholic convents, but it does require
a theoretical framework to see how thoroughly gender and grammar rules
are beingsubverted. Lanham astutely observes another solecism caused by
careless deixis: "Look, for example, at the opening three and a half lines,
where, bya mistaken pronoun reference, the Abbess is confused with the
territory in which she resides."''' One conclusion he draws is that "the
whole passage appeals to a deliberately unintellectual easiness of bawdy
convertibility."'" The weakness of the argument lies in theassumption that
all of this is "unintellectual," that Tristram, and hence Sterne, is primarily
interested in entertaining readers, in giving them pleasure. Consistent with
this position, Lanham's analysis of the bouger-fouter chapter offers little
more than the observation that the jest "gets us out of uncomfortable and
otherwise unsolvable situations in a pleasurable way.""
The story of the Abbess and the novice is introduced by the narrator's
anxieties about whether or not certain words may be uttered in public.
The words are the expletives with which Frenchmen drive on their cart
animals:
Then consider their puny horses, with the very little they give
them—'tis a wonder they get on at all: their suffering is most
unchristian, and 'tis evident thereupon to me, that a French
post-horse would not know what in the world to do, was it not
for the two words ****** and ****** in which there is as much
sustenance, as if you gave him a peck of corn: now as these
words cost nothing, I long from my soul to tell the reader what
they are; but here is the question—they must be told him
plainly, and with the most distinct articulation,or it will answer
no end—and yet to do it in that plain way—though their
reverences may laugh at it in the bed-chamber—full well I wot,
they will abuse it in the parlour. (VII.xx.605)

Lanham, Tristram Shandy^ 118.
** Lanham, Tristram Shandyy 119.
Lanham, Tristram Shandyy 122.
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The theme had already been adumbrated in Chapter17. And soon enough
readers will be given the information to fill in the asterisks with the
requisite words, even though they will never be spelled out. Part of the
effect is that the readers already know such words or will look them up,
eagerly violating the very decorum that the narrator invokes as a
prohibition against uttering them in polite company. Teasing the readers
heightens curiosity and lends the words an extraordinary aura. Ironically,
the widespread use of sexual and scatological vocabulary outside of their
natural context eventually erodes their literal meaning and deprives them
of any genuine impact. The narrator's anxiety that the act of writing the
expletives down will burn him and the paper is so exaggerated that it must
be feigned.
The background to the false decorum about "four letter words" is
found in the Complaint. Before disclosing the history of how vices have
come to dominate the world. Nature enters into a long caution that she
will try to avoid coarse language;
As I am to begin from roots quite deep and wish to arrange the
sequence of my narrative in a style above average, I first of all
refuse to explain my theme on the plain of plain words or to
vulgarise the vulgar with vulgar neologisms, but choose to gild
things immodest with the golden trappings of modest words
and to clothe them with the varied colours of graceful diction.
The result will be that the dross of the above-mentioned vices
will be beautified with golden phrases and the stench ofvice will
be balsam-scented with the perfume of honey-sweet words, lest
the great dung-hill stench should spread too far on the breezes
that carry it and should induce in many a vomiting from
sickening experience. (Prose 4,143)
The immediate result of the warning is that all euphemisms become
tainted with disgust. What is preposterous is that there could beany words
which, being only words, could pollute nature or besmirch her good
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name.''® Paradoxically, squeamishness about words does not represent a
correct attitude to language. The pretense of dismay at the publication of
ordinary language is the product of an artificial courtesy and represents an
unnatural attitude. Nature has become contaminated by the overall
linguistic disorder in the world, something confirmed as she lets her
indignation flood her caveat with the unlovely imagery of dunghills and
vomiting. Not speaking the words of vice cannot redeem the fallen world.
Similarly, the narrator's emphatic framing of the suppressed words cannot
erase from the world the presence of the actions they represent.
After the narrator's vehement objections, Margarita does whisper the
words into the Abbess'sear. No one else is present,so the words could have
been uttered openly, but the scene of the young woman breathing
obscenities into the other's ear intensifies the effect. The Abbess isscarcely
flustered. She shifts into a professional mode and finds a remarkable
solution. If the words cannot be pronounced in their entirety, she
nevertheless finds nosin in splitting them apart into their respective stems
and suffixes. The account of what occurs resembles a musical performance:
I will say bou, and thou shalt s^yger, and then alternatively, as
there is no more sin in fou than in bou—Thou shalt say fou—
and I will come in (like fa, sol, la, re, mi, ut, at our complines)
with ter. And accordingly the abbess, giving the pitch note, set
off thus:
Abbess,

Bou—bou—bou—

Margarita,
Margarita,

— get,—,ger,—
Fou—fou—fou

Abbess,

— ter,—ter,—ter. (VII.xxv.6l4)

"What would we hear if we were present? The Abbess's instructions as well
as the layout on the page bring their chanting into the proximity of a

In the elaborate rebuttal to this passage, Jean de IzMcnns Roman dela Rose reverse the roles.
When Reason is rebuked for using a low colloquialism for testicles, she replies that since the
things being referred to are not objectionable, neither should the words be. See Quilligan,
"Words and Sex," 198-200.
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musical performance.^^ As they speed up, they drop the verbal suffixes
completely, so that anyone listening would hear the stem syllables "bou"
and "fou" simultaneously, while switching roles back and forth. The two
words have become mingled, a combination made closer because of the
rhyme.
However, on a semantic level, there should never be any confusion
between these two words, given the activities they name. When the Abbess
and Margarita blend them, they announce their indifference to an essential
distinction between anal and vaginal intercourse. The narrator hints
broadly that the two women are less than innocent about what is
happening. The acceleration of the performance and the dropping of the
endings mimics the gasping rhythm of mutual erotic stimulation towards
breathless orgasm. The Abbess knows the truth of what they are doing:
Quicker still—God preserve me! said the abbess—They do not
understand us, cried Margarita—But the Devil does, said the
abbess of Andoiiillets. (VII.xxv.614)
One could not ask for a clearer demonstration of the disordering of gender
and language. The mistake of treating the noun "bougre" like a verb by
conjugating it is not due to Sterne's poor skills in French, as Watt and
other commentators would have it. Instead, it resultsfrom and reveals the
sort of transgression described in the Complaint of Nature.
The way was opened by the Abbess's severing of the suffixes from the
stems and creating four impossible neologisms: bou, fou, ger, and ter.''^

On Sterne's awareness of the simultaneity possible in music yet difficult to achieve in writing,
see William Yxttdm2inyLaurenceSterneandtheOnginsoftheMu$icalNovel{Kxh.tns: University
of Georgia Press, 1978), 52-86.
Martin Price notes the parallel to Tale of a Tub: "Swift's three brothers, when they cannot
twist words to their will, break them into syllables, which prove more malleabie" (327). To the
Palace of Wisdom: Studies in Order and Energy from Dryden to Blake (1964; Garden City:
Doubleday, 1965), 327. See Jonathan Swift, Gulliver's Travels and Other Writings,ed. Louis A.
Landa (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960), 285. A more intensely philosophical reading of the
sundering of sound and sense will be enabled by Giorgio Agamben's essay "Pascoli and the
Thought of the Voice" in his TheEnd of the Poem: Studies in Poetics, trans. Daniel Heller-Roa-
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These would never be heard in natural speaking. The Abbess hopes to
evade the consequences of performing the expletives by sundering the
meanings from the signs, but the results are bizarre.The stems are not freefloating signifiers, however, since they still retain theirsemantic values, just
as the suffixes still are marked as verbal components. In the joint
performance, we hear a monstrous new word that cannot even be written
down in language, cannot be grammaticalized, but requires a sort of
musical notation in order to capture the simultaneity of the b/fou.
Together, the. Abbess and Margarita have brought forth an entity that
actually is a sexual solecism, the fruit of their hidden intimacy, the only
offspring they coidd have together.
If any further clues are needed to link the episode to the concerns
expressed by Nature in the Complaint, they are given by the first audience
to the performance, the two mules.Mules, as most people recall, and some
commentators note, are the sterile offspring of a crossing between a horse
and a donkey.^' For the uninformed, the narrator has provided the facts
about the mules,
who being creatures that take advantage of the world, inasmuch
as their parents took it of them—and they not being in a
condition to return the obligation downwards (as men and
women and beasts are)—they do it side-ways, and long-ways,
and back-ways—and up hill, and down hill,and which way they
can.—Philosophers, with all their ethics, have never considered
this rightly. (VII.xxi.609-10)
The aside about the philosophers could be a gesture to the Complaint of
Nature, for much of Prose 1 is a catalogue of all the animals and their
specific characteristics (86-104). Mules are not mentioned, but the ass is
mentioned: "offending our ears with his idle braying, as though a musician

zen (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 62-75.
See Fritz Gysin, Model as Motif,79-81; Melvyn Htvr,Laurence Sterne as Satirist: A Reading
of Tristram
(Gainesville: University Press ofFlorida, 1969), 181-82.
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by antiphrasis, introducing barbarisms into music" (100). In Chapter 22,
the first effort to make the mules go takes the form of a simple music, but
to no avail. Staying true to its traditional contempt for music, "The old
mule let a f—" (VTIjcxii.611)."' The breeding of horses with donkeys
would be a good living example ofhow an unnatural matingyields progeny
who are in some sense a failure in the logic of natural reproduction. The
mules are analogous to theJocus born of Venus's adultery. They have lost
their species identity and hence have no further role to play in the cycle of
reproduction. Since sex is purposeless for the mules, their phallic signifiers
move about freely and obscenely. A nice detail underlining the neutering
of the mules is the expostulation put into one of their mouths: "By my
fig!" (VII.xxii.610) From Roman times on,y9cMs was used metaphorically
of either the male or the female genitalia, so it is an appropriate touchstone
for the mule with its ambivalent gender identity." The mules balk when
the Abbess and Margarita try to hurry them, but they do move their tails
in some sympathy. Sensitized to all of the connotations by that time,
readers might wonder if the gesture hints at something more than
indifference. The mules and the nuns have heen placed outside the order
of procreation and yet both pairs engage in candid sexual displays. Only
the muleteer, "a son of Adam" (VII.xxi.609), has the word of authority to
make the mules obey, distantly imitating Adam's power of naming and
thus reinforcing divine order according to true essences.
Although it has been a consensus of critical opinion that Book VII is
primarily dominated by the theme of death, a view which has been
reinforced by reference to Sterne's own failing health, there is ample
evidence that problems of language and communication are also
foregrounded. Grammatical gender is at the center of concern, both in the
story of the Abbess and Margarita and elsewhere. Two otherwise
anomalous anecdotes fall into place within the narrative when they are

See Montaigne, .E/wjy/, 1.21.73on musical windbrcaking.
On the subtleties offico and flea in Italian, in a related context, sec John Ahern, "Nudi
Grammantes'. The Grammar and Rhetoric of Deviation in Inferno XV,' Romanic Review 81
(1990): 466-86.
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seen as elaborations on the problems of Latin inflection. In the first,
Walter, Toby and Trim are at the abbey of St. Germain:
And pray what do you call this gentleman? quoth my father,
rather sportingly: This tomb, said the young Benedictine,
looking downwards, contains the bones of Saint MAXIMA,
who came from Ravenna on purpose to touch the body—
—Of Saint MAXIMUS, said my father, popping in with his
saint before him—they were two of the greatest saints in the whole
martyrology, added my father. (VII.xxvii.6l9-20)
The irreverent Walter Shandy is able to take a jab at the reputation of
Catholic saints by playing grammatically. The spontaneous invention of
a "Saint Maximus" suggests the making a saint was mere wordplay,
involving nothing more difficult than changing an adjectival ending. The
spurious canonization anticipates the even greater sacrilege of "St. Boogar"
at the end of Book VII. There is also a hint that even though saints should
not be identified through their sexual lives, their gender was an
unavoidable part of their identities. It makes a difference whether one is
St. Maxima or St. Maximus; gendering suffixes have pronounced
implications. The same points arise in thestory of Amandus and Amanda,
and are highlighted in the textual layout, which resembles a beginning
Latin grammar:
Amandus—He
Amanda—She— (VILxxxi.627)
The ultimate point of the anecdote of their unfortunate love depends
upon the parallels to the story of Narcissus and Echo. Amanda imitates
Echo's quest:
She—(Amanda) all the time wandering barefoot, and with
dishevell'd hair, o'er rocks and mountains enquiring for
Amandus—Amandus! Amandus!—making every hill and vally
to echo back his name—
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Amandus! Amandus!
at every town and city sitting down forlorn at the gate.
(VII.xxxi.628)

The catch is that the dialogue between Echo and Narcissus is wrecked
because the beginnings of his call are lost acoustically in her response, as
Ovid tells it:
It chanced Narcissus, searching for his friends.
Called "Anyone here?" and Echo answered "Here!"
Amazed he looked all round and, raising his voice,
Called "Come this way!" and Echo called "This way!"'^
The communication is defective and, worse still, deceptive. Echo has no
substance of her own and when she dies nothingwiU remain ofher except
sound. The utterances of Narcissus are another interesting variant on
unnatural speaking, since the other interlocutor is actually an absence.^^
The basic logic of the relationship between Echo and Narcissus, that she
was his copy or clone, is exposed after she is gone when Narcissus falls in
love with his own image. If the noun stems of Amanda and Amandus are
lost echo and response, then they evaporate as the embodiment of desire,
leaving only their suffixes, the sign of their gender difference. Without the
stems, the suffixes cannot be joined together and the pair cancel each other
out. Fittingly, their tomb is more than empty, it is completely gone
(VII.xl.643).

" Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. A. D. Melville (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986),
III.379-82.
" Narcissus has his place in the Complaint-, "Narcissus, when his shadow faked a second
Narcissus, was reflected in a reflection, believed himself to be a second self, and was involved in
the destruction arisingfrom himselfloving himselF(Prose 4,136). See alsoLeupin,5izr^^?r«/ex«,
66. On the Christian allegorizing of Narcissus as counterfeiting, see Roger Dragonetti, "Dante
et Narcisse on les Faux-Monnayers de I'lmage," Revue des £tudes Italiennes NS 11 (1965):
85-146.

U»ndiural Conjugation

135

In a clever move, telling the story of Amanda and Amandus itself
echoes the story of the Abbess and Margarita. Chapter 23 had already cast
them in analogy to Narcissus and Echo, beginning with Margarita:
Why was I not content to put it here, or there, any where rather
than be in this strait?
— Strait! said the abbess.
Strait—said the novice;, for terrour had struck their
understandings—the one knew not what she said—the other
what she answer'd.
O my virginity! virginity! cried the abbess.
—inity! —inity! said the noyice, sobbing.
(VII.xxiii.611-12)
The language underscores the close resemblance to the story of Echo and
Narcissus, with one important twist. Here both speakers have the same
gender, so that one becomes the echo to the other in the threefold
repetition of strait-strait-strait. The narrator's comment that they are
equally terrified underscores that they are copies of each other. Left to the
readers' speculation then is what history lies behind the truncated echo of
"-iginity," which signals the loss of "virginity."'"* The novice literally loses
her virginity and retains only the insubstantial trace of the suffix. But if she
and the abbess are reciprocal copies, each a Narcissa to a Narcissa as one
might put it, then neither has preserved her original condition.
Book VII gives some broad hints that Sterne meant us to recognize
allusions to Alan of Lille and the Complaint of Nature. The mention of
"Thomas o'Becket" (1118-70) gestures to the twelfth century
(VlLii.577)." Then Tristram considers which way to go: "First, the road

The ambiguities are intensified because the virof thefractured word would be Latin for man.
The hyphenation should be vir-ginity rather than virg-inity, but that would be too blatant an
expose.
The motto on the title page of Book III is taken from John ofSalisbury (c. Ill 5-80), another
contemporary of Alan of Lille's and, more importantly, a Bishop of Chartres. On John's
proximity to Alan's views on grammar, see Ziolkowski,./^/<«« of Lille's Grammar ofSex^ 104-5.
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by Lisle and Arras, which is the most about—but most interesting, and
instructing" (VII.iii.579). Although readers of the novel cannot know it.
Lisle had special significance for Sterne; his sister Mary had been born
there.'^ It seems likely to me that someone with Sterne's proclivity for
pursuing associations would have sought out the wotks of a theologian
from a city that almost could have been Sterne's own birthplace. The
reputation of the Complaint a celebrated treatise against sodomites may
be heard in "Arras," a possible pun on "arse."" Most blatant is the paren
thetical observation when Tristram arrives in Paris:
And the five hundred good things, at a modest computation
(for 'tis only allowing one good thing to a H6tel) which by
candle-light are best to be seen, felt, heard and understood
(which by the bye is a quotation from Lilly). (VILxviii.601)
Lilly has been identified as William Lily (?1468-1522). His introduction
to Latin grammar was used in England down to the end of the eighteenth
century.^' It is not far-fetched to hear in his name an allusion to the Lille
of Alan's name, especially if the Complaint is regarded as a treatise about
good grammar.
However, the clearest link to the Complaint comes near the end of
Book VII in the form of a torn dress:
Hadst thou, Nannette, been array'd like a duchesse!
—But that cursed slit in thy petticoat! (VILxliii.650)
The "slit" has so caught Tristram's attention that he refers to it twice
more: "the duce take that slit" and "I would have given a crown to have it
sew'd up" (XVILxliii.650). The motif opens up Book VIII as well:

'^Arthur H. Cash, Laurence Sterne: The Early & Middle Years (London; Methuen, 1975), 10.
this pun ini/ewry/F,
see WillFisher, "QucerMoney,''£'ii/66 (1999):1-23, here
19, n. 23, citing Frankie Rubinstein, A Dictionary of Shakespeare*$ Sexual Puns and their
Significance.
Notes, 468.
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I defy the best cabbage planter that ever existed, whether he
plants backwards or forwards, it makes little difference in the
account (except that he will have more to answer for in the one
case than in the other)—I defy him to go on cooly, critically,
and canonicaUy, planting his cabbages one by one, in straight
lines, and stoical distances, especially if slits in petticoats are
unsew'd up—without ever and anon straddling out, or sidling
into some bastardly digression. (VIILi.656)
The reference to planting cabbages in straight lines establishes a
connection back to the conclusion of Book VI." It is not hard to see
"planting cabbages" as a metaphor for sexual activity as well as for writing,
and to recognize the "false writing" by errant pen-penises that Nature had
warned against.^" At the same time, the slit in the petticoat makes an
explicit link to Nature in the Complaint. When she first appear, she is
wearing a splendid garment that is embroidered with figures that represent
the cosmos and all creatures. However, the garment has one flaw. It is torn
at one specific place, as the speaker notices:
On the first section of this garment, man, divesting himself of
the indolence of self-indulgence, tried to run a straight course
through the secrets of the heavens with reason as charioteer. In
this section the tunic had suffered a rending of its parts and
showed the effects of injuries and insults. (Prose 1,98)
Later the speaker asks Nature what has caused the tear in her marvellous
garment. Nature replies that it was made by men acting upon their
impulsive vices:
Many men arm themselves with vices to injure their own
mother and establish between her and them the chaos of
ultimate dissension, in their violence they lay violent hands on

See the brief discussion of the slit by New, *"At the backside of the door of purgatory/" 21.
For elucidation of the allegory, see especially Pittenger, "Explicit Ink," 230-33.
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me, tear my clothes in shreds to have pieces for themselves and,
as far as in them lies, compel me, whom they should clothe in
honour and reverence, to be stripped of my clothes and to go
like a harlot to a brothel. (Prose 4,142)

Because human nature is unable to balance its own internal divides, its
internal strife, human beings desecrate Nature. In a subtle analysis,
Johannes Kohler has argued that the tearing enacts and represents the
conflict between human sensuality {sensualitas) and reason {ratio).Thus
where the image of mankind should be among all the other natural
entities, there is a rip in the cosmic fabric. The struggle between passion
and reason is of course Tristram's condition. A conflict also underlies the
analogies with planting cabbages or tellingstories in straight lines. Reason
wants regular grid lines, but lust deflects the mind and makes for
digressions. The male gaze is diverted by the slit in the petticoat, yearning
to see the hidden female body, and to find out more. Male philosophers
have alwaysinsisted that what theyonly want to uncover the truth, yet the
truth that Nature already reveals as a tear in her fabric is how their desire
first makes them rip Nature's wholeness apart. The narrator and the reader
who follow their desires in pursuing digressions likewise tear into the text,
perhaps never more ruthlessly than in Tristram Shandy.
Tristram as a narrator who pretends to resist digressions even as he
gives in to them again and again is exactly analogous to the speaker in the
Complaint who insists on deflecting Nature's history with his question
about Desire:
Since a mention of Desire was made at this stage of the
narrative, I added to the above account, by way of a short insert
in my own words, a question along the following lines.
Ha Ha. If I were not afraid of trespassing on your kindness
by an unjustified interruption of your discourse and by chasing

"Johannes Kohler, "Natnr und Mensch in der Schrift 'De Planctu Naturae' des Alanus ah
InsuXis* Mensch undNaturim Mittelalter,ed. Albert Zimmermann and Andreas Speer (Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 1991), 1: 57-66.
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you with questions, I would express a wish to come to
understand, by a descriptive picture from you, the nature of
Desire, whom you have touched on in a brief reference in your
discourse. (Prose 4,147)
Initially Nature rebukes him for making the request, because it reveals too
ardent a curiosity on his part. However, she complies and all of Poem 5
becomes a digression. Nature's narrative has been brought into disarray
through the speaker's human fascination with Desire.Upon resuming her
narrative course. Nature again underscores that the motivation and the
deflection were undignified:
The above historic discourse, that has wandered off in jests and
jokes, is offered as a dish fit for your naivete. Now let the mode
of narration, that has digressed a little into the trivial, crude
pieces suited to your undeveloped literary ability, return to the
prearranged sequence of the prescribed discourse. (Prose 5,155)
The applications to the whole of Tristram Shandy are self-evident.^^ The
repeated, sometimes long, digressions represent the narrators' inability to
govern their passions, to resist their desires, and to remain on an orderly
course of narration. Instead, they give in weakly and make a mockery of
orderly telling. Narrating has imitated the distortions of grammar and
logic and has been warped into unnatural formations. The jumbling of
narratives has always been apparent to the readers oiTristram Shandy,and
has usually been excused because of the surprises, quirks, bafflements and

See Sigurd Burckhardr,
Shandy's Law of Gravity,28 (1961): 70-88; Robert
Alter, ^'Tristram Shandy and the Game of Love," American Scholar 37.2 (1968): 316-323;
FrankBrady,Tm?r4w5i(»^«^: Sexuality, Morality, zndStns^WiVj," Eighteenth'Century Stud
ies 4 (1970): 41-56; Dennis W. Allen, "Sexuality/Textuality in Tristram Shandy^ Studies in
EnglishLiteraturelS (1985): 651-70;JacquesBerthoud, "Shandeism and ScxvuXixyy"Laurence
Sterne: Riddles and Mysteries,cd. Valeric Grosvenor Myer (Totowa: Barnes and Noble, 1984),
24-38; and Calvin Thomas, '^Tristram Shandy's Consent to Incompleteness: Discourse, Dis
avowal, Disruption," Literature and Psychology 36 (1990: 44-62, rpt. in Critical Essays on
Laurence Sterne, ed. Melvyn New [New York: G. K. Hall, 1998], 215-29).
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entertainments the technique produces. But enjoying Tristram's twisting
of the tale should not let us leap to the false conclusion that this is Sterne's
ideal for good prose. Rather, the interruptions, digressions, selfcorrections, misdirections and overall confusions should make us see that
Tristram is incapable of writing well.^^ Of course Tristram has not
forgotten what an orderly telling would require, but over and over again
he surrenders to temptation and pursues his desire.
Closely paralleling the garbled narratives are the contorted actions of
the characters in the novel. These are represented in Book VII in the
helter-skelter report of Tristram's travels through France. Less obvious are
the imphcations of the argument about whether Tristram should have to
pay the road tolls even when he does not take a certain route. The
commissary of the post office hands Tristram a copy of the French
regulations on the matter and then explains them:
The spirit of the ordinance is this—That if you set out with an
intention of running post from Paris to Avignon, &c. you shall
not change that intention or mode of travelling, without first
satisfying the fermiers for two posts further than the place you .
repent at—and 'tis founded, continued, he, upon this, that the
REVENUES are not to fall short through your fickleness—
(VII.xxv.637)
Tristram objects vehemently and sarcastically. His argument elevates the
dispute to the highest plane:
—'Tis contary to the law of nature.
—'Tis contrary to reason.
—'Tis contrary to the GOSPEL.

One of the few to recognize the mistakes in grammar and defects in speaking is Eugene
Hnatko, "TV/rrram Shandy soffit,' JournalofEnglishand Germanic Philology 6'i{\9(>6):A7-6^,
here 52. Hnatko still attributed the errors to Sterne, whereas they should be ascribed to
Tristram.
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Of course, one might be inclined to agree with him that the French
regulations are entirely arbitrary and unreasonable. Considered in the
context of Nature's exposition in the Complaint, however, Tristram is in
the wrong. The ordinance imposes a regular order upon the travellers and
hence is a correction of wayward desire. Fickleness in planning one's trip
corresponds to the narrative inconstancy which stops, interrupts, and
turns at every opportunity. Tristram chafes at the imposition of order,
invokes his liberties as an Englishman, and betrays thereby his
fundamental refusal to correspond to any order in the world. The
sta^ered sequence resembles the standard format of adjective comparison,
already alluded to in Chapter 17: "The first, the finest, the most brilliant
—" (VIJtvii.599). What makes this all quite serious is that the comparison
of adjectives was used by Alan as a metaphor for the proper hierarchy of
things: "Thus on the table of comparison, so to speak, we can find three
degrees of power and they are termed the superlative power of God, the
comparative power of Nature and xht positive power of man" (Prose 3,
126). The correspondence Tristram cites, however mockingly, in which
Scripture, reason and nature would be in agreement, does indeed reflect
the hierarchy established by Alan of Lille in the Complaintl"'' But when it
comes down toTristram's own actions, he presumes a freedom for himself
to be irregular. His often quoted assertion that "the measure of heaven
itself is but the measure of our present appetites and concoctions"
(VII.xiii.593) is profoundly mistaken, for according to Nature human
passions are to be measured against the immutable divine standard.
Human beings can either be living up to that standard or deviating from
it; the standard does not depend upon what human beings do, certainly
not in their fallen state.
The snare set by Sterne's Tristram, and of Swift's Gulliver, is that
suggestible readers gradually become convinced that these characters are
somehow admirable, when in fact they are seriously flawed. The
confusions of Tristram's narrative are symptomatic of an underlying
identity disorder, connected with yet not reducible to his inability to

"See the discussion by Ziolkowski,

of Lille's Grammar of Sex, 31-32.
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consummate a sexual relationship. But Tristram does not bear the whole
blame for his condition. To a considerable extent, his troubles are caused
by his upbringing within the sphere of the Shandy family.
Although space does not permit a thoroughgoing rereading of the
entire novel, a brief examination of Walter Shandy will confirm the
importance of Book VII for understanding him. To begin with, Walter
embodies all possible mistaken attitudes to grammar, logic and reasoning,
despite the fact that he claims to be competent in all those areas.^' For ex
ample, at the end of Book V, he is ruminating on the grammar of auxiliary
verbs and conjugating with them. The list starts quite reasonably: "The
verbs auxiliary we are concerned in here, continued my father, are, am\
was-, have-, had-, do-, did-, make-, made-, suffer, shall-, should-, will-, would-, can-,
could-, owe-, ought-, used-, or is wont5 All too quickly, however, he leaves the
pedestrian terrain of regular grammar and takes off into wild speculation:
"Or hypothetically,—If it was-. If it was
What would follow?—If the
French should beat the English? If the Sun go out of the Zodiac?"
(V.xliii.486) Entranced by the possibilities of conjuring ideas by means of
conjugating auxiliaries, he comes to an odd notion that should be
impossible, or at least contrary to nature. Since the solar system is not
going to be deranged, the sentence which is grammatically possible is
nonetheless logically bizarre. Without the checks of reason and the
confirmation of reality, the aleatory combination of words and ideas is an
unreliable source ofknowledge. Similarly, the combination of an adjective,
"white," with a noun, "bear," leads Mr. Shandy to a dizzying set of
questions:

On Walter and classical rhetoric, see Graham Petrie, "Rhetoric as Fictional Technique in
Tristram ShandyJ' Philological Quarterly 48 (1969): 479-94; and Lanham, Tristram Shandy^
52-76. Despite the evidence he has collected to the contrary, Lanham defends Mr. Shandy as a
"natural-born orator and good natural (and moral) philosopher" (74). Rather more accurate is
the assessment by John A. Hay, "Rhetoric and Historiography: Tristram Shandy's First Nine
Kalendar Months," Studies in the Eighteenth Century II: Papers presented at the Second David
Nichol Smith Memorial Seminar Canberra 1970, ed. R. F. Brissenden (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1973), 73-91.
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If I never can, must or shall see a white bear alive; have I ever
seen the skin of one? Did I ever see one painted? described?
Have I never dreamed of one?
Did my father, mother, uncle, aunt, brothers or sisters, ever
see a white bear? What would they give? How would they
behave? How would the white bear have behaved? Is he wild?
Tame? Terrible? Rough? Smooth? (V.xliii.487)
Countless possible creatures, stories and futures can be invented in this
way, and as long as the players remember that it is a game no great harm
results. Dangers do arise if the distinction between the chimera of arbitrary
combinations are taken for real, as when people inveiit different "races"
according to arbitrary criteria such as skin color. And one cringes at
Walter Shandy's cheerful proposal to make unlimited conjugation with
auxiliaries the basis of his child's education: "there is no one idea can enter
his brain how barren soever, but a magazine of conceptions and
conclusions may be drawn forth from it" (V.xliii.486). All of this is familiar
as the misunderstandings lampooned by Locke in the Essay on Human
Understanding. But Walter Shandy appears not to have read Locke or to
agree with him, for he revels in the propagation of the impossible. His
approval of grammatical excess puts him in league with those who rebel
against grammar, which in every language blocks the production of
countless varieties of nonsense. He waxes enthusiastic as he dreams of
teaching his son to be even more profligate in "conjugation":
Tristram, said he, shall be made to conjugate every word in the
dictionary, backwards and forwards the same way;—every word,
Yorick, by this means, you see, is converted into a thesis or an
hypothesis;—every thesis and hypothesis have an offspring of
propositions;—and each proposition has its own consequences
and conclusions; every one of which leads the mind on again,
into fresh tracks of enquiries and doubtings. (VLii.492)
Two objections would have to be raised against the plan, in addition to
Tody's comment that it would burst the child's head into a thousand
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splinters. First, conjugation is wrongly applied to "every word in the
dictionary," since it refers properly to verbs only. Nouns and adjectives are
declined according to their cases, genders and numbers; conjunctions and
prepositions remain invariant. Walter likes the notion of conjugation
because it is basically a sexual metaphor, but yoking all the words together
would produce countless solecisms, many of which would weird the
language. He may be shying away from the terms declension and case for
personal reasons. "Declension" suggests "decline" and that raises the
anxiety haunting the Shandy men of how they have come down in the
world socially and how they have shrunk genitally. "Case," from casus, is
a reminder of falling, always a loaded term in the post-lapsarian world.
Second, the relentless combining of all possible words would soon choke
the universe with useless utterances, along the lines of Jorge Luis Borges's
Library of Babel.^^ The eagerness for verbal copiousness shows a total
disregard for the needs that other creatures have for space in the universe.
It also does away with the effort and time associated with the regular
growth of knowledge and ideas.Juliet McMaster has noticed the parallel
between Walter's dreams for language and for procreation: "In language
he can achieve what he really wants to do—engendering millions without
the trouble of a wife."^^ Ultimately, Walter Shandy's desire for limitless
linguistic reproduction is a variant of the usury that medieval thought did
associate with sodomy.®'
Again, it is worth stressing that, as the Complaint demonstrates,
sodomy was a more inclusive sin in theological terms than the crime so
designated in some jurisdictions until the present day. Most generally,
sodomites were those who engaged in sexual activities without the intent
to procreate and thus did not conform to the law of Nature. From the

Jorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other Writings, ed. Donald A. Yates and
James E. Irby (New York: New Directions, 1964), 51-58.
Juliet McMaster, "Walter Shandy,Sterne, and Gender: A Feminist
English Studies in
Canada 15 (1989): 441-58. She goes on to observe that "This male linguistic generation is not
peculiar to Walter" and that "In the recurring analogy between creation and procreation, the
males long for the female role" (205).
The linguistic proliferation without a connection to substances is Sterne's parody of those
universal language schemes already attacked by Swift in Book III of Gulliver's Travels.

Unnatural Conjugation

145

opening pages of the novel, Walter Shandy is highlysuspect in this regard,
since he has intercourse with his wife on an utterly routine and mechanical
basis, without hint of a desire to have children.'' Quite the contrary, Mr.
Shandy has been married for decades, but has managed to prevent
conception until he is distracted by his wife's timeless question. But what
were Mr. Shandy's reasons for such unnatural behavior? Near the end of
the novel he will unleash a harsh tirade against sex and the body:
—THAT provision should be made for continuing the race of
so great, so exalted and godlike a Being as man—I am far from
denying—but philosophy speaks freely of every thing; and
therefore I still think and do maintain it to be a pity, that it
should be done by means of a passion which bends down the
faculties, and turns all the wisdom, contemplations, and
operations of the soul backwards—a passion, my dear,
continued my father, addressing himself to my mother, which
couples and equals wise men with fools, and makes us come out
of our caverns and hiding-places more like satyrs and fourfooted beasts than men. (IX.xxxiii.806)
His position is directly opposed to Nature's insistence that reproduction
was ordained by God so that all creatures could multiply in proper fashion:
"He decreed that by the lawful path of derivation by propagation, like
things, sealed with the stamp of manifest resemblance,should be produced
from like" (Prose 4,145).
Walter's self-exculpatory "I am far from denying" belies its content,
for he comes quite close to questioning the divine order in which
copulation between a husband and wife would be necessary as well as

In the succinct summation of A. B. Towers, "Waiter Shandy*s attitude towards sex is one of
unconcealed contempt." "Sterne's Cock and Bull Story,"
24(1957): 12-29, here 26. See
also Paula Loscocco, "Can't Live Without 'Em: Walter Shandy and the Woman Within," The
Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation 32 (1991): 166-79, rpt. in Critical Essays on
Laurence Sterne, ed. Melvyn New (New York: G. K. Hall, 1998), 230-42.
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pleasurable/" The boring routine that passes for marital sex in the Shandy
household is already a betrayal of Nature's intent, comparable to the
boredom that led Venus to her adultery (Prose 5, 162-63). Or, as some
commentators have suspected, perhaps it was Mrs. Shandy who had found
the business so tedious that she had to find satisfaction elsewhere.^'
There is more to Mr. Shandy's vituperation than his personal disgust.
A crucial bit of information about his worldview emerges with the mule's
words at the end of Book VII as Tristram is travelling through Languedoc:
"By saint Boogar, and all the saints at the backside of the door of
purgatory, said he—(making the same resolution with the abbesse of
Andouillets) I'll not go a step further—" (VII.xlii.649). The notes to the
various editions offer little solid information about this Saint Boogar,
beyond referring back to the play on "bougre."^^ Sterne's spelling of the
final syllable with "ar" pointedly acknowledges that he at least was aware
of the etymology, namely that bugger ultimately is derived from "Bulgar."
The word came into French as a term for the heretics known more
commonly today as the Albigensians or Cathars, because it was suspected
that the heretical beliefs had spread from Bulgaria.^' And because the
Cathars were accused of deviant sexual practices, Bulgar became
synonymous with sodomite. It is thusconsistent with his own sterility that

For a convergent interpretation, albeit with different emphases, see Leigh A. Ehlers, "Mrs.
Shandy's 'Lint and Basilicon': The Importance of Women in Tristram Shandy' South Atlantic
Review 46 (1981): 61-75, here 65-66.
On the question of Tristram's paternity, see now Herbert G. Klein, "Wer ist Tristrams
Vater?—Paternitat und Identitat in Laurence Sternes 'Tristram Shandy,"* GermanischRomanischeMonatsschrift^S 42.4 (1992): 415-27.
''^Notesy 496; "A phonetic coinage from the French bougre or English hugger, Sterne continues
the joke with the saints 'at the backside of the door ofpurgatory." Watt, 410; "Probably Sterne's
coinage from the French bougre.' Petrie, 654: "from the French bougre.'
The best summary, well annotated, is by Peter Armour, "Dante's Brunetto: The Paternal
Patcrine," Italian Studies 38 (1983): 1-38, here 14-15. See also "bougre" in the Tresor de la
Language Fran^aise, ed. Paul Imbs (Paris: Editions du Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique, 1975), 4; 778. For a recent careful review ofthe transmission ofideasfrom Bulgaria,
see Bernard Hamilton, "Wisdom from the East: The Reception by the Cathars of Eastern
Dualist Texts' Heresy andLiteracy 1000-1530,ed. Peter Biller and Anne Hudson (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 38-60.

Unnatural Conjugation

147

the mule should swear by"Saint Boogar." This information also amplifies
the interpretation of the scene between the Abbess and Margarita,
explicitly brought to mind by the narrator. First impressions were
insufficient; Margarita's trepidation about uttering "bougre" was due to
its heretical content as well as itssexual connotations. Even centuries later,
the ruthless suppression and extermination of the Cathars was a vivid
example ofwhat could happen to heretics; theslightest whiff of heresy had
sufficed to bring people to the attention of the Inquisition. Indeed, the
Inquisition had first been established to deal with the lingering traces of
Catharism.''^ That the Inquisition was still active in Spain during
Tristram's time was underscored with Trim's reactions during the sermon
as he reads the description of the tortures in the Inquisition's prisons and
thinks of his brother (Il.xvii.161-62). Although the Inquisition was not
active in France, the repression of heresy through force was always nearby.
One event that would have revived memories of the crusade against the
Albigensians was the expulsion of theJesuits from the French dominions
in 1764: "For all the]^S\]\TS had got the cholic—and to that degree, as
never was known in the memory of the oldest practitioner"
(VII.xxxix.642). It is likely that the French government's reasons for
expelling the Jesuits were primarily political ones, but there were many
who saw the Jesuits as a mysterious group somehow connected with or
engaged in their own heretical activities. Not least, there were the usual
stories about what a reclusive society composed only of men was doing
behind closed doors. Thus their suppression by the government resembled
the campaigns against other illicit groups such as the Cathars. The Abbess
and Margarita would be ultra-cautious about disclosing any affinity for
heresy, such as saying any words associated with the "Bulgars."
Without going into too much detail,Catharism may be summarized
as a dualist belief system, founded on the assumption that there is an
eternal, implacable opposition in the universe between two camps.^' On

Sec Joseph R.Strayer, The Albigensian Crusades (New York: Dial Press, 1971), 143-62.
I have relied upon Steven Runciman, TheMedievalManicheetA Study ofthe Christian Dualist
History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960), 116-70; Jeffrey Burton Russell, DiS'
sent and Reform in the Early Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965),
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the one side are goodness, light, and the soul; on the other stand evil,
darkness, and matter. Because the human body is material, everything
fleshly is to be resisted. Similar sentiments are found in Christian
teachings, but the Cathars apparently took contempt for the body to
extremes: denying marriage, abhorring procreation, and even starving
themselves to death. In what seemed to outsiders to be a self-serving
contradiction as well as an abomination, Cathars had no objections to
open sexual activities of all sorts, since the deeds of the flesh could not
implicate the spirit. No doubt much of what was ascribed to the Cathars
by their enemies would have been exaggerated, yet the charges stuck so well
that heretic, sodomite and bougre became interchangeable synonyms.^^
Close inspection and collation of the evidence gradually confirms
that Walter Shandy is an anachronistic representative of Catharism. How
he came by that worldview is something of a mystery. There are hints here
and there that the Shandy family has roots that go far back, so the
teachings may simply have been passed down from generation to
generation. Another, wilder possibility is that there has been some
migration of the souls across the ages, which would also validate the
Cathar teachings.More plausible isWalter Shandy's connection with the
zone from which the Bulgar heresies originally spread and in which
Zoroastrianism kept dualist philosophies alive. The paragraph which
informs us about his regular routine of having sex opens with an
interesting geographical detail: "My father, you must know, who was
originally a Turky merchant, but had left off business for some years, in
order to retire to, and die upon, his paternal estate" (I.iv.6). The detail is
mentioned again several books later: "And as my father, whilst he was
concerned in the Turky trade, had been three or four different times in the
Levanf (V.iii.423).^^ The second mention occurs in the context of

188-229} andM. D. \.i.m\5ti\,MedievalHeresy: Popular Movements from BogomiltoHus (Lon
don: Edward Arnold, 1977), 108-41.
See Michael Goodich, "Sexual Deviation as Heresy in theXII-XIVth Centuries," Modernite
et Non-Conformisme en France d travers les Ages: Actes du Colloque organise par VJnstitut
d*Historie et de Civilisation Fran^aises de VUniversite Haifa, ed. Myriam Yardeni (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1983), 14-22, especially 16-17.
Although I make different use of the facts, I have benefited from the discussion of Walter's
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Walter's refusal to mourn for the death of his child; Catharism rejected
mourning on the grounds that the material body did not deserve such
respect. By some means, Walter Shandy appears to have become
contaminated by the Cathar heresy. Many oddities of his attitudes and
actions reinforce this impression. To list only the major ones: he has
renounced sexual relations, he does not accept natural childbirth, he
advocates vegetarianism, he attributes souls to animals.^* In short, "Saint
Boogar," representing both the heretic and the sodomite, could be his
patron saint.
Walter Shandy has also succeeded in imparting his extraordinary
faith to Tristram, who respectshim greatly. The implications of Tristram's
loyalty to Catharism finally become explicit in Book VII which culminates
in the blasphemous unveilingof "Saint Boogar." Nor is the domination of
Alan of Lille's Complaint of Nature entirely coincidental within the
framework of allusions to Catharism. It has been suggested that the
Complaintw^s written asan attack on the Cathars, and one can readilysee
why. But more important is the fact that Alan played a major role in the
condemnation of Catharism and heresy generally; his On the Catholic
Faith, Against Heretics {Defide catholica contra haeritcos) is still cited as a
source of information about the Cathar teachings.^' Literally as well as
allegorically, Alan of Lille figures as an opponent of those who transgressed
against order in and above the world.
Finally there is Tristram's journey. When Death knocks at the door,
he sets off for France. Why? By heading to the south of France, to

business connections in Nicholas Visser, ""Tristram Shandy and the Straight Line of History,'*
Textual Practice 12.3 (1998): 489-502. In light ofwhat I find in Book VII, hiscomments on the
York pogrom of 1190 need to be revisited.
He is also repeatedly depicted smoking his pipe. It is not the evident phallic symbolism that
matters, but, as Will Fisher explains in "Queer Money" the consumption of tobacco: "William
Vaughn (1612) wanted smokers to memorize this rhyme: 'Tobacco, that outlandish weed / It
spends the brain, and spoils the seed: / It dulls the spirite, it dims the sight, / It robs a woman of
her right.' Sodomy, whoring, and smoking are similar in that they arc all unproductive modes of
expenditure that interfere with the economy of legitimate reproduction" (7).
^^Sce Christine Thouzellier, Catharismeet Valdeisme en Languedoc: A lafin duXIPetaudebut
du XllP siecle (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1966), 81-94.
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Languedoc, Tristram is on a spiritual pilgrimage toward the origin of his
family's values. Unfortunately, nothing left of the Cathars, who were
slaughtered without mercy during the crusades against them.Where their
culture should be flourishing, Tristram finds only a depopulated plain:
There is nothing more pleasing to a traveller—or more terrible
to travel-writers, than a large rich plain; especially if it is without
great rivers or bridges; and presents nothing to the eye, but one
unvaried picture of plenty: for after they have once told you that
'tis delicious! or delightful! (as the case happens)—that the soil
was grateful, and that nature pours out all her abundance,
&c....they have then a large plain upon their hands, which they
know not what to do with. (VII.xlii.646)
For the historically informed traveller, the emptiness of the plains bears
mute testimony to the fact that Languedoc had been totally devastated by
the Crusaders from the north of France. The emphasis on the wealth of
the region serves as a reminder that those Crusaders were as much intent
on seizing the lands of Proven9al nobles as they were on defending the
Catholic Church.'" The terrible sublime ("this is most terrible work") of
the empty plains could be overwritten as a monument with words from
the Sermon in Book II:
In how many kingdoms of the world has the crusading sword of
this misguided saint-errant spared neither age, or merit, or sex,
or condition ?— and, as he fought under the banners of a religion
which set him loose from justice and humanity, he shew'd none;
mercilessly trampled upon both,—heard neither the cries of the
unfortunate, nor pitied their distresses. (II.xvii.l60)
The terrors of the twelfth century have receded, but are not forgotten in
Languedoc. When the mule hears the music of "fife and tabourin," he is

® An overview of the campaigns is found in Strayer, The Albigensian Crusades.
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"frighten'd to death." If it were an army marching out to kill heretics, then
the poor mule, stigmatized as a virtual sodomite, would be a victim. Hence
he freezes and will go no further, despite Tristram's assurances.
Against the background of the crusade against the Albigensians,
Tristram's encounter with Nannette assumes a sharper poignance. He is
on the road between Nimes and Lunel, in the very heart of Languedoc,
whenhe encounters aparty ofcountry folk:"—The sun was set—they had
done their work; the nymphs had tied up their hair afresh—and theswains
were preparing for a carousal" (VII.xliii.430). The "sun-burnt daughter of
Labour" makes a strange comment upon meeting Tristram: "We want a
cavalier, said she, holding out both her hands, as if to offer them"
(VII.xliii.431). Cavalier implies knights and chivalry; suddenly we have
been transported to the other dimension of Languedoc, to the realm of the
twelfth-century troubadours. The music, dancing, and lines of a poem
quoted in what sounds like Provencal French, all reinforce the setting."
Tristram has a moment of pleasure in the romance's garden of delight:
A transient spark of amity shot across the space betwixt us—she
look'd amiable!—Why could I not live and end my days thus!
Just disposer of our joys and sorrows, cried I, why could not a
man sit down in the lap of content here—and dance, and sing,
and say his prayers, and go to heaven with this nut brown maid?
(VII.xliii.431-32)
The pleasant word "amiable" captures the essence of the concept of
fin'amors,
ideal love celebrated by the troubadours.'^ But it does not
last. The abrupt end to Tristram's pleasure reenacts the tragic history in
which the fates of the troubadours had become ensnared with that of the

For an engaging presentation, sec Jack Lindsay, The Troubadours and Their World of the
Twelfth and ThirteenthCenturies (London: Frederick MuUcr, 1976). On the socialand political
contexts, see Linda M. Paterson, The World of the Troubadours: Medieval Occitan Society, c.
J100-C.1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
Sec L. T. Topsfield, Troubadours and Love (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975),
passim.
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Cathars. The question of how the two movements were related to each
other remain very much in dispute. What is clear, however, is that the
culture that had sustained the troubadours was destroyed in the process of
suppressing the heretics. The conclusion of Linda Paterson's fine study is
an eloquent summation:
The delight in the senses found in much of the love-lyric is
hardly compatible with the Cathar notion of the evil of matter.
But the troubadours voiced their hostility, vehemently or
insidiously, to the forces which were overturning their world. In
the wake of the Albigensian Crusade, the Languedoc and
Provence fell under the control of both the Inquisition and the
French monarchy, with their increasingly bureaucratic agents,
puritanism, and coercive laws.®'
The winners stiU dominate the France of Book VII, with its arbitrary rules
for travellers and its repression of the Jesuits. Thus Tristram's encounter
with Nannette, a fragile late blossom in the southern countryside, cannot
last. The only thinghe retains from thesplendid poetry of the troubadours
are a snatch of poetry and his own name, Tristram, given literarylife by the
troubadours.®^
The placid tone in which Tristram reports talking with the mule is
interesting. Few readers have missed the double entendre in Tristram's
declaration "But with an ass, I can commune for ever!" (VII.xxxii.631).
There is a theological dimension to be considered as well as the sexual
connotation. Communing with animals so intimately and completely
could only make sense upon the presupposition that the other creature can
respond. Blurring the difference between humans and animals yet again
disturbs the natural order.®' Furthermore, Tristram's choice of mules and

Paterson, The World of the Troubadours, 342-43.
See Topsficld, Troubadours and Love,especially 149-50.
It is interesting that discussions ofSterne have been more dedicated to the question of how the
mingling of animals and humans occurs than to the problem of what such a mingling implies.
For an excellent answer to the question, see Valerie Grosvcnor Myer, "Tristram and the Animal
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asses as conversation partners highlights another difFerence between his
narrative and the Complaint of Nature. The Complaint is composed as a
dialogue between the speaker who begins in despair and gradually comes
to understand the order of the world; the conversation is integral to the
process of understanding and healing. Already Boethius's Consolation of
Philosophy, from which Alan drew heavily, had been cast as a dialogue
between the female Philosophy and the despondent man. Both Alan of
Lille and Boethius make the women the stronger and more dominant
figures who pass their wisdom on to the men. In sharp contrast, Tristram's
main female interlocutor is hardly visible in the novel. Moreover, the
relations of power and authority between the female and male dialogue
partners has been inverted. Madam is depicted as hapless, slightly naive
and inattentive.^^ She is the one dominated by the narrator, as in the wellknown incident where Tristram tells Madam that she has made a serious
error of interpretation:
That, Madam, is the very fault I lay to your charge; and as a
punishment for it, I do insist upon it, that you immediately turn
back, that is, as soon as you get to the next full stop, and read the
whole chapter over again.
I have imposed this penance upon the lady, neither out of
wantonness or cruelty, but from the best of motives; and

Spirits," Laurence Sterne: Riddles and Mysteries^ ed. Valerie Grosvenor Myer (Totowa: Barnes
and Noble, 1984), 99-112. By contrast, around Gulliver's Travels there has been little worry
about how it is that Houyhnhms can talk to Gulliver, yet considerable debate about animal vs.
human distinctions; seeJames L. Clifford, "Gulliver's Fourth Voyage: 'Hard'and'Soft' Schools
odniti^ttzzzion.," Quick Springsof Sense: Studies in the Eighteenth Century^ cd. Larry S. Cham
pion (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1974), 133-51.
For a detailed analysis, see Gene Moore, "Tristram Shandy's Narratecs," Contextualized
Stylistics: In Honour of Peter Verdonkt ed. Tony Bex, Michael Burke and Peter Stockwell
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000), 210-28.1 do not understand William C. Dowlingwhoclaims that
Sir and Madam are "whollyimaginary presences' (285) and then su^ests that Madam'sresponse
to the story of the Abbess and Margarita "represents an extreme of response ultimately, if
uncomprehcndingly benevolent" (288). "Tristram Shandy's Phantom Audience," Novel 13
(1979-80): 284-95.
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therefore shall make her no apology for it when she returns
back. (I.xx.64-65)

Tristram's tone is a rude affront against politeness and courtesy. Normally
the knight would be sent on his quest or to do penance by the Lady. The
correct order of interactions between ladies and gentlemen, between
damsels and knights, between Nature and man, has been upset. Tristram
refuses to bow to Madam's authority. After he tells the story of the Abbess
and Margarita, Madam says "Why, 'tis a strange story!" He then rebuffs
her using the language familiar to us from the Complaint of Nature-.
—Alas! Madam, had it been upon some melancholy lecture of
the cross—the peace of meekness, or the contentment of
resignation—I had not been incommoded: or had I thought of
writing it upon the purer abstractions of the soul, and that food
of wisdom, and holiness, and contemplation, upon which the
spirit of man (when separated from the body) is to subsist for
ever— (VII.xxvi.615)
The topics he cites were central to the tradition of the consolation of
wisdom, although he tints them here with Catharism. Tristram rebels
against the authority of the eternal feminine and chooses to make his
narrative a masculine monologue. As a consequence, he will never
understand what Nature could teach him and will never be healed from his
melancholy. He is, in a word, b******d.

